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Abstract 
Based on a case study of a large consulting firm, this paper makes two contributions to the 
literature on reputation and identity by examining how an organization responds when its 
identity is substantially misaligned with the experience and perceptions of external 
stakeholders that form the basis of reputational judgments.  First, rather than triggering some 
form of identity adaptation, it outlines how other forms of identity can come into play to 
remediate this gap, buffering the organization’s identity from change.  This shift to other 
individual identities is facilitated by a low organizational identity context even when the 
identity of the firm is coherent and strong.  The second contribution concerns the 
conceptualization of consulting and other professional service firms.  We explain how 
reputation and identity interact in the context of the distinctive organizational features of 
these firms.  Notably, their loosely coupled structure and the central importance of expert 
knowledge claims enable individual consultants both to reinforce and supplement corporate 
reputation via individual identity work.  
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Introduction 
Reputation is a social evaluation based on perceptions of stakeholders about an organization 
in which past behavior ascribed to an organization is used as a guide to current and expected 
future standards or actions (Jensen and Roy, 2008; Podolny, 2005; Deephouse and Carter, 
2005).  It essentially focuses on what is ‘different’ about an organization compared with 
others in its set (Lok, 2010).  A firm’s reputation is an intangible resource that is linked to the 
organization’s perceived ability to create value (Deephouse and Suchman, 2008; Pfarrer et 
al., 2010) or deliver valued outcomes (Rindova et al., 2010).  
Much of the research on corporate reputation has focused on the benefits or consequences of 
reputation for firm performance (Barnett et al., 2006; Fombrun, 2012; Deephouse, 2000; 
Rindova et al., 2010; Walker, 2010).  However, we know less about how organizations and 
their members seek to build or maintain reputations.  To build reputation, Petkova (2012) 
argues that firms need consistent, positive evaluations that stakeholders can use to assess 
underlying quality.  Studies of this process have pointed to the importance of consistent 
behaviors, policies and practices that engender predictability (Dierickx and Cool, 1989; 
Rindova and Martins, 2012) and the accumulation over time of appropriate expertise and 
organizational capabilities (Dutton et al., 1994).  
Reputation building actions are also linked to the organization’s identity.  Foreman et al. 
(2012: 180) propose that ‘identity can be seen as the progenitor of reputation…reputation is 
an external manifestation of identity – that is, a reflection of ‘who’ the organization is’. 
Further, Fombrun (2012) argues that companies with strong identities are more likely to gain 
attention and appreciation.  However, identity and reputation are distinct concepts and the 
external perceptions and judgments of an organization that form the basis of reputation may 
differ from the internal beliefs of members of the focal organization about ‘who or what we 
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are’ (Fombrun, 2001; Rindova et al., 2005).  How, therefore, do organizations respond when 
identity claims are inconsistent with reputation?   
To examine this question we focus on a large consulting firm.  Consulting is a particularly 
appropriate context for several reasons.  First, building and sustaining a strong reputation are 
critical for consulting and other professional service firms to compete successfully (Glückler 
and Armbrüster, 2003; von Nordenflycht, 2010).  Second, identity is a means of expressing 
the right sort of external image and it also offers a means of dealing with the inherent 
ambiguity of the service consultants offer and a source of support and self-confidence 
(Alvesson and Robertson, 2006).  Third, the control of client relationships by individual 
partners means that identity is often fragmented and fluid.  Therefore, constructing a unified 
identity that can be the basis of reputation is likely to be challenging (Alvesson et al., 2015; 
Whittle, 2006). 
This paper’s first contribution is to explicate the conflicts that exist between identity and 
reputation, explaining how and how far they are managed.  Existing research shows that 
external phenomena that challenge or threaten an organization’s identity trigger responses 
ranging from impression management, selective re-categorizing of identity dimensions 
(Elsbach and Kramer, 1996) to attempts to alter identity (Gioia et al, 2000; Ravasi and 
Schultz, 2006).  In this study, we show that when identity claims are inconsistent with 
reputational judgments of important external stakeholders, other forms of identity come into 
play to remediate this gap and act as a buffer for the organization’s identity.  This finding has 
implications for understanding how the context of an organization’s identity and the 
relationship between individual and organizational identity influences the capacity to buffer 
such dissonances (Alvesson and Empson, 2008).  We identify three forms of organizational 
identity work (Kreiner et al., 2015) that facilitate this: shifting levels of attention; enacting a 
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different type of identity through ‘thought leadership’ activity; and relying on external 
sources of identity to provide additional evidence of value.  
A second contribution of the paper relates to the conceptualization of consulting and other 
professional service firms.  As noted above, much work has focused on the importance of 
reputation and on different forms of identity work within them; we show how reputation and 
identity interact in the context of the distinctive organizational features of these firms.  
Specifically, the loosely coupled structure typical of the professional service firm and the 
knowledge based nature of the service require and enable individual consultants to play a 
dual role in reinforcing corporate reputational claims and using individual identity work to 
supplement corporate reputational shortcomings.  In reviewing the scope conditions of this 
case we also explore why identity and reputation dissonance may trigger such remediation 
responses in some cases but not in others, given that to some extent an organization’s identity 
will always differ from its reputation. 
 
Theory: Corporate reputation and identity   
Reputation is based on evaluations of outsiders relative to other organizations and is derived 
from direct experience from third party judgments and endorsements (Rindova et al., 2007).  
It is ‘broadly defined as stakeholder perceptions with regard to an organization’s ability to 
deliver valued outcomes’ (Rindova et al., 2010: 610) that make it distinctive from others in 
its peer group.  As a distinctive attribute of an organization, a positive reputation is a 
valuable, intangible asset potentially offering non-trivial forms of competitive advantage 
(Boyd et al., 2010).  Organizations build strong reputations over time by demonstrating 
consistent behaviors and interactions with stakeholders in delivering, or being able to deliver, 
valued outputs (Dierickx and Cool, 1989; Lange et al., 2011; Pollock et al., 2015).  
Consistency is supported by the organization signaling that it is directing its efforts towards 
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meeting the expectations of stakeholders, for example, in terms of product quality, financial 
performance or as an employer and offers assurance to customers of both reputation and 
status, particularly where product or service quality is hard to judge ex ante as, for example, 
in the context of professional service firms (Armbrüster 2004; Sturdy, 2011; Pollock et al., 
2015).  
A longstanding view of organizational identity is that it reflects central and enduring 
characteristics that make the organization distinctive (CED) (Albert and Whetten, 1985) and 
suggests that members of organizations have a collective, shared understanding of its 
distinctive values and characteristics (Hatch and Schultz, 2002).  It implies a degree of 
difference from other organizations to which the focal firm wishes to be compared but also 
enough similarity that the firm can be readily accepted as part of that set (Deephouse, 1999).  
Identity develops over time, reflecting an organization’s founding and history and is 
expressed by its members to stakeholders in terms of values, purpose and knowledge (Gioia 
et al., 2013) as well as everyday behaviors and practices (Nag et al., 2007).   
Foreman et al. (2012: 180) propose that reputation is derived from organizational identity 
because ‘an organization generally acts in ways that are consistent with its “self-view”’.  In 
other words, identity will help to inform an organization’s members’ views of their reputation 
and, through the values and behaviors they display as a result of the organization’s identity, 
will affect how external parties form reputational judgments.  However, the notion that 
reputation is the external expression of an organization’s identity is theoretically problematic.  
Reputation cannot simply be an external reflection of identity because stakeholders draw on a 
range of cues, selectively using information from multiple sources.  As a result, external 
interpretations of identity will be ‘partly warped’ (Fombrun, 2012: 97); there will always be 
some gap between an organization’s members perceptions of ‘who we are’ and its reputation.  
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More recent scholarship that questions some of the core assumptions of the CED model of 
organizational identity also has implications for the links to reputation proposed above.  For 
one thing, identity may be less stable than is implied by the CED properties (Gioia et al., 
2013).  Further, the notion of a single organizational identity to which all members adhere is 
contestable, not least because there may be multiple and sometimes conflicting internal views 
of what that identity is (Glynn 2000; Whittle, 2005; 2006; Gill, 2015; Sveningsson and 
Alvesson 2003).  Having said this, Foreman and Whetten (2002) find that even within 
multiple identity organizations, identity congruence can occur, which has a significant effect 
on member commitment.  Organizations may idealize or project a particular identity to make 
themselves attractive, for instance in the labour market and projecting identity may be a 
means by which organizations pursue reputational aspirations, but this identity may well be 
inconsistent with or reflect only part of the way an organization’s members perceive identity 
(Kreiner et al., 2006).  Indeed, individuals’ personal identities may, or may not, be strongly 
defined by their organization’s identity (Alvesson and Empson, 2008). 
Similarly, organizations may possess more than a single reputation.  Organizations, or parts 
of them, will be perceived in different ways by different stakeholders and the salience of 
particular qualities will vary between them (Lange et al., 2011).  Existing or potential 
employees are likely to be more concerned about the firm’s reputation as an employer while 
customers will be concerned about its ability to deliver goods or services of appropriate 
quality (Barnett and Pollock, 2012).  In some organizations, notably professional services and 
other knowledge based firms, the reputation of a practice area or partner will be salient for 
clients (Greenwood et al. 2005; von Nordenflycht, 2010). Thus, identity and reputation may 
interact at different levels or across several dimensions.  
Management consulting, like other professional service firms, represents an extreme case 
where many of the tensions between identity and reputation come together.  These firms 
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produce complex and intangible outputs of professional service firms that make judging 
quality ex ante or ex post difficult (Armbrüster, 2004; Clark, 1993; Mills et al., 1984; Morris 
and Empson, 1998).  Consequently, reputation is an important means to reduce client 
uncertainty and vulnerability about the quality of work they are purchasing (Coffee, 2006; 
Greenwood et al., 2005; Sherer and Lee, 2002; Starbuck, 1992; Sturdy et al., 2013).   
Reputation is particularly important in management consulting because this sector has 
characteristics that make quality difficult to judge even relative to other professional services.  
These include a more ambiguous set of knowledge claims (Clark and Salaman, 1998) and an 
absence of formal professional qualifications that might act as a signal of quality control or 
barrier to entry (Faust, 2002).  Critical models of the client-consultant interaction highlight 
the importance of impression management, negotiation of meaningful outcomes and other 
forms of persuasion by consultants because of the ambiguous nature of their services 
(Alvesson, 1993; Kärreman and Alvesson, 2009; Fincham and Clark, 2002; Nikolova and 
Devinney, 2009).  Building and projecting an appropriate identity is also important as a 
means of signaling distinctiveness to parties with which they seek to interact (Sveningsson 
and Alvesson, 2003; Greenwood et al., 2010).   
Identity is also a form of social support that helps counteract the ambiguity of the service 
being offered: in a world where consultants are often subject to skepticism about the value 
that they add or the expertise claims that they make, identity is an important source of self-
esteem and stability.  As Alvesson (2012: 318) puts it, organizational identity counteracts the 
problematic consequences of operating in a context where consultants ‘need to adapt to a 
variety of groups, subordinate oneself to powerful individuals…and face skepticism in an 
ambiguous and varied social world’.  It can foster cohesion in a relatively fragmented 
structure in which teams operate semi-autonomously.  On the other hand, the loose-coupling 
characteristic of many consulting and other professional service firms creates the potential for 
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a context of lower organizational identity, where identity context is ‘a shared sense of 
belonging to a common social category or an agreement of a ‘positive’ set of characteristics 
functioning as a source of identification’ (Alvesson and Empson, 2008: 14).  Members of 
professional service firms may believe they work in an organization but not for it and that the 
organization exists primarily to serve them or as a means for them to enact their expertise.  
The organization is not then a resource for building a strong collective identity.  Indeed, 
consulting firms’ teams can develop the skills to display identity ‘front stage’ in ways that 
differ from ‘back stage’ interactions (e.g. Whittle, 2006).  Together, these distinctive 
characteristics of consulting firms make both identity and reputation important for 
organizational success and an appropriate site to study how strains between them are 
managed.  
Identity plays an important role in reputation building because firms and their employees act 
in ways that are consistent with their self-view but we ask what happens if and when 
reputation differs from identity in ways that challenge or threaten it?  Although some degree 
of identity and reputation dissonance must occur in most organizations, the existing literature 
shows that organizations and their members can and do respond to significant identity threats 
both through efforts to manipulate external perceptions and by internal adaptations involving 
organizational members re-evaluating aspects of their organizational identity (Dutton and 
Dukerich 1991).  For example, Ravasi and Schultz’s study of Bang & Olufsen showed how 
organizational culture was central to the process of understanding the evolution of identity as 
well as the creation of new ‘identity understandings’ (Ravasi and Schultz 2006: 436) through 
which members made ‘new sense of what their organization is really about’ (2006: 455).  
Research also shows that leaders actively seek to alter or reconstruct identity in the face of 
environmental changes (Gioia et al., 2000; Corley and Gioia 2004).  Elsbach and Kramer’s 
(1996) study of business school responses to negative ranking results showed how they 
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respond by ‘cognitive tactics’ (1996: 443) to maintain internal and external perceptions, 
notably by selectively focusing on particular dimensions of identity not in the rankings and 
by selectively comparing with other high-ranked organizations.  Other studies theorize 
further the likelihood and nature of responses.  For instance, Mitchell et al. (1997) argue that 
stakeholders’ centrality to the focal organization will determine responsiveness.  When 
stakeholders are powerful, legitimate and make urgent claims or are highly ‘salient’ to the 
focal organization (Randel et al., 2009), organizations are most likely to respond to identity 
threats.  Similarly, the impression management literature suggests that the characteristics of 
stakeholders (e.g. their status and familiarity with the firm) will affect their interpretation of 
events as well as their responses (Gardner and Martinko, 1988; Ginzel et al., 1993).  
Responses will also be determined by the extent to which these actors question characteristics 
that are core to the identity of the firm (Dutton et al., 1994; Gioia et al., 2000).  It is more 
likely organizations can ignore or deflect identity challenges that do not threaten their core 
identity, whereas challenges that do threaten will more likely prompt defensive or more 
proactive responses.  Further, the nature of identity in the focal organization affects how it 
can respond.  Organizations can have a few or many identities (Albert and Whetten, 1985; 
Gioia et al., 2000; Randel et al., 2009); multiple identities provide organizations with 
increased adaptability and flexibility permitting a wider range of responses compared to 
organizations with a single identity (Pratt and Foreman, 2000).    
These accounts suggest organizational identity is susceptible to change when it conflicts with 
reputational judgments.  The reputation literature offers fewer insights into responses.  When 
examining how organizations respond to reputation threat, it has primarily focused on 
responses to reputational crises (e.g. Rhee and Valdez, 2009).  This work shows most 
responses focus on impression management techniques, including PR, advertising, executive 
changes and re-branding activities (Carter and Dukerich, 1998; Rindova and Fombrun, 1999), 
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or what Rhee and Kim (2012) refer to as ‘superficial responses’.  More ‘substantive’ 
responses are rare and include re-organizations that centralize control, or asset sales.  Further, 
those authors note that scholars have neglected how organizations respond to less dramatic 
‘issues’ (including poor performance) relative to studies of crises and call for more research 
in the former area.  We respond to these calls by exploring how organizations respond when 
identity claims are inconsistent with reputational judgments made by influential stakeholders.   
 
Method 
We undertook exploratory research to build and refine theory based on an in-depth case study 
of a large global management consulting firm and its clients (Eisenhardt, 1989).  We selected 
this as a research site for exploring the relationship between identity and reputation in the 
context of a broader research agenda around how organizations manage reputation.  The 
organization (forthwith termed Augur Insights) has a single, broad line of consulting services 
that it groups around the description of strategy consulting.  It began as a consulting firm with 
a strong focus on marketing in Europe and in recent years, has expanded globally.  Augur 
Insights positions itself as an independent European strategy consulting firm with 
international operations in over 50 offices.  There have been several changes to the senior 
management team as the founder and former CEO has stepped away from the day-to-day 
operations of the company.  The firm is wholly owned by its partners, managed by a small 
executive team, and is consistently ranked by external validators such as Kennedy Consulting 
Research & Advisory as a top ten global management consulting firm.  
Data Collection 
We adopted a multi-method approach to data collection, drawing upon interviews, focus 
groups, non-participant observation and archive materials to which we were given wide 
access.  First, to get a sense of how the firm’s reputation (and that of its practices) was 
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perceived, we reviewed internal documents, such as discussions of its brand strengths and 
weaknesses and information from client surveys and other forms of feedback.  These took 
various forms including papers and PowerPoint based documents.  We were also provided 
with access to internal surveys that asked employees about their perceptions of the 
company’s reputation in terms of creativity, prestige, impact, international presence, 
functional competencies and price competitiveness.  We had access to (confidential) 
corporate documents including benchmarking data and internal rankings of partners on 
several measures including bid-to-win ratios in client tenders that were seen as proxies for 
individual reputation.  The firm and its practices measured reputation in the following ways: 
first, in terms of client list with many prominent European multinationals as well as mid-
sized firms who competed globally; second, its bid-to-win ratio, thought to be as good as any 
of its competitors and, third, according to its own assessments – similar billing rates to other 
leading firms, all strong indicators of reputational strength (Rindova et al., 2005).  
We also reviewed press and media coverage of Augur Insights and internal documents that 
gave us an understanding of the historical development of the firm.  We used Factiva to get 
an overview of the international news coverage of Augur Insights over the past decade.  To 
enhance our understanding of context and reputation, we held preliminary discussions with a 
small group of clients about Augur Insights’ claimed reputation and perceptions of its 
reputation.  We then interviewed clients and consultants about the perceived quality of the 
firm’s work and its reputation, particularly to understand how these affected reputation 
construction.  We wanted to build on the information generated by our document search 
which gave us a broad view of how Augur Insights’ reputation had developed over time, both 
by acquiring more depth of understanding and detail and by obtaining data on what 
consultants and clients saw as the reputation building processes.  
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We undertook semi-structured interviews (n=76), lasting from 25-70 minutes.  The 
interviews were conducted with employees (n=36) across a range of career levels but 
primarily we sought the views of senior members of the firm such as partners and directors 
due to their experience and their roles in developing client relationships and the wider 
reputation of the firm.  We also conducted interviews with clients (n=19), non-clients (n=4), 
competitors (n=4), alumni (n=3) and potential job candidates (n=10).  Repeat interviews and 
more informal discussions took place on six further occasions with a partner and a senior 
consultant, who had responsibility inside the firm for its brand and reputation management.  
The partner was a member of the Executive Committee of the firm and gave us insight into 
the way that the firm’s leadership sought to frame and manage its reputation.  While 
interviewing, we referred to corporate documents as additional sources of information to 
understand the context, to cross-check interview responses as well as to gain additional 
perspectives.    
Most interviews were conducted face-to-face in the practices’ offices over several days, 
facilitating non-participant observation and more informal discussions.  Several were 
conducted over the telephone when participants were working remotely.  Interview questions 
explored perceptions of the firm’s identity and reputation locally and globally and how the 
firm and/or partners sought to build or strengthen reputation.  For instance, we asked how, in 
their experience, quality of work affected reputation and was affected by it.  We also asked 
what consultants and clients felt made working for Augur Insights distinctive from other 
consulting firms.  We explored how members’ perceptions of organizational identity evolved 
over time.  Because at least one author was present in the company’s office from the early 
hours of the morning until late into the evening, informal discussions with individuals and 
teams over coffee and meals augmented the interviews and were recorded with other 
observations in a fieldwork diary.   
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We obtained a list of clients and non-clients of the firm from Augur Insights and requested 
interviews.  Our purpose here was to build an understanding of the context in which 
consultants constructed reputation via interaction with clients and other parties as well as to 
obtain external views of the reputation of Augur Insights’ practices.  We sought out senior 
executives who had engaged the firm and could make informed judgments about the firm’s 
reputation and who were generally knowledgeable about the consulting industry.  For 
instance, one informant estimated that during his career he had been involved in over thirty 
engagements with consulting firms including six with Augur Insights.  We asked them open-
ended questions about how they perceived reputation generally and specifically the reputation 
of Augur Insights compared to its competitors and how this affected their choice of 
consulting firm and influenced their relationship with it.  One author was present at all of the 
interviews and focus groups in order to maintain consistency in the structure of the questions 
and discussion.  Other authors attended a selection of interviews and participated in the other 
forms of data collection such as focus groups.  
After the interviews had finished, discussions and reviews of findings also took place with 
partners.  Two focus groups were conducted with key informants including senior employees 
and former employees who were now working for client firms to validate our findings.  We 
also held three one-day meetings in 2011, 2012 and 2013 with a total of 24 partners from 
different practice areas in which a review of the findings and implications for the firm and its 
practices’ reputations took place.  This enabled us to triangulate our findings from the 
interviews (see also Elsbach and Kramer, 2003: 289).  It also allowed further informal 
discussions with and observations of partners around the organization’s identity. 
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Data analysis 
All recorded and non-recorded interviews were transcribed, uploaded and coded on the 
qualitative data analysis software, QSR NVivo9.  We adopted a case study analysis approach, 
which was driven by our prior theoretical propositions and subsequently led to developing a 
rich case study description (Yin, 2009).  A profile was created for each interview, which 
contained demographic information about the interviewee.  Each case profile was arranged 
according to the structure of the interview schedule to allow for easier data retrieval.  The 
first stage of data analysis involved data exploration during which we moved between the 
data and the existing literature on identity and reputation.  We created a list of first order 
codes by initially reading through the fieldwork diary, transcripts and protocols and 
identifying key themes from the interviews and our documentary data sources.  Simple 
descriptive terms were used to name the codes and one researcher coded according to this 
scheme.  During the coding process we developed a common understanding of the data and 
discussed relationships between the first order codes and the literature.  All transcripts were 
re-read by a third party expert on reputation to double-check the establishment of our 
propositions and codes as well as to identify if any critical questions or themes had been 
missed.  Preliminary findings were shared with key respondents in follow-up interviews, 
providing an opportunity for them to respond to the findings and for us to explore additional 
themes (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 
In the second stage of data analysis we re-examined the data and our first order codes and 
synthesised these into second order codes and three key categories for this paper (identity 
claims; reputation conflict; remediation).  This stage of the data coding drew on the prior 
NVivo coding and involved re-reading the interview transcripts.  Each of the authors took 
part in this coding process and researchers engaged in regular discussions to resolve any 
discrepancies in interpretation.  We also regularly checked the fit of the emergent framework 
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with the interview data (e.g. Becker, 1970; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001).  Client 
perceptions of the firm’s reputation were not always consistent with the firm’s identity 
claims.  We noted the basis of these inconsistencies and how they could be grouped.  For the 
focal firm this meant bridging the gap between its identity claims and perceptions of its 
reputation in ways we discuss below in more detail (see also Figure 1). 
 
Findings 
…..…..…..…..…..…..…..…..…..….. 
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 
…..…..…..…..…..…..…..…..…..….. 
Identity claims 
Asked how they saw themselves and their firm, interviewees referred to what they saw as 
unique about the firm and its component practices that underpinned its reputation building.  
Interviewees used the terms identity, culture, brand and image interchangeably to describe 
the firm in terms of what it did, what it was like to work for, how it had developed and how 
the firm and its partners were distinctive.  We grouped these data around the term ‘identity 
claims’ because essentially they were articulating who they were and how they saw 
themselves (Albert and Whetten, 1985; Chun, 2005).  Identity framed for the consultants why 
they were motivated and how the uniqueness of the firm contributed to the ability to produce 
work of a particular quality.  
Identity claims from Augur Insights and its partners were projected strongly through internal 
and external marketing messages, for instance in the form of large posters, flat-screen 
television messages, company stationary and its website where there was a strong 
unambiguous emphasis on the firm’s entrepreneurial, European and pragmatic identity.  They 
were also expressed by some interviewees (particularly senior members) who also stressed 
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the firm’s elite status, although several others – clients, non-clients and consultants – 
disagreed.  As one senior executive of a large corporation put it:  
 
I think my perception would be that [Augur Insights] would almost be a firm that sits 
somewhere between tier one or tier two. (Non-client) 
 
And a consultant also challenged the status claims:  
 
[In some markets], it doesn’t even come onto the same page as the big consultancies 
 […] it just doesn’t have the brand. (Consultant) 
 
Our data show that there were three principal ways that the firm sought to project its 
distinctive identity claims.  First, through demonstrating an entrepreneurial identity; second, 
through projecting a European identity; third, through providing a pragmatic identity.    
 
Entrepreneurial identity 
Consultants used the term entrepreneurialism in their branding and work engagements to 
describe what made the firm distinctive internally and to clients.  The emphasis on 
entrepreneurialism derived from the firm’s origins and founder and had been formally 
enshrined as a corporate value and ‘part of the company’s DNA’.  Entrepreneurialism 
implied openness to market opportunities, new ideas and adaptability to client needs:   
 
I do believe it [entrepreneurialism] corresponds to something that [Augur Insights] 
people believe in and entrepreneurship is trying to permanently grow on new topics, 
new markets, take some risks at clients, take some risks internally, by for instance 
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pushing more the younger consultants to take responsibility and initiative.  So I do 
believe that the entrepreneurship …value is differentiating. (Principal) 
 
Several, including the managing partner, used entrepreneurialism to draw a contrast with 
competitors that were better resourced but less flexible in responding to client demands:  
Yeah, we are full of entrepreneurs, we are all entrepreneurs, so it really starts from the 
consultant level, meaning that all of our consultants, all the way up to the partners, have 
much more freedom in deciding and in initiating things than in any other consulting 
firm. (Managing Partner) 
 
European identity 
Reinforcing the distinctive identity of the firm as a whole, consultants (and the firm’s internal 
documentation) referred to its European origins.  Consultants habitually drew a comparison 
with American competitors, whom the consultants felt operated with ‘short term’ or ‘next 
quarter’ models of management and an exclusive focus on shareholder returns rather than a 
longer term and broader view of building business success.  Indeed, the firm had embarked 
on a project to define how European management models were distinctive and could be 
enshrined in its practices.  Asked what difference this made, one partner said:  
 
From my point of view, we are not [such] streamlined consultants as our American 
competitors are; solutions are much more customized, much more client-oriented.  
 
Another partner explained that it meant consultants could understand the way that continental 
European clients worked and their management teams thought.  A European identity meant a 
capacity to customize their services to the European context.  For instance, European firms 
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had to take into account more explicitly the interests of stakeholders within the organization 
who had governance rights, such as employee groups.  They also had to take into account the 
longer-term perspective on investments and external parties such as local/state investors.  
Together, an entrepreneurial and European identity constituted a common narrative for a 
distinctive identity out of which consultants sought to frame their commitment to quality, 
defined in terms of adapting strongly to client demands as they occurred on the consulting 
project and providing advice that was superior to those of its competitors. 
 
Strategy with a difference/pragmatism 
A third dimension of identity related to the knowledge, or distinctive expertise to which the 
firm laid claim.  In particular, claims to pragmatism underpinned the distinctive technical 
competence of the consultants.  The firm and its consultants identified themselves as working 
in strategy consulting but in a distinctive way that reflected Augur Insights’ pragmatic know-
how.  This distinctiveness was said to derive from the founder’s emphasis on what sort of 
consulting ‘worked’ and linked to the entrepreneurial theme:   
 
Entrepreneurialism means we are pragmatic: we do what the client needs us to do rather 
than saying that is not our business. (Partner) 
 
Pragmatism was said to be reinforced by the sectoral structure of the firm and internal 
development policies.  Consultants were allocated to a sector early in their careers so that 
they developed deep but specific expertise, for example in retailing or aerospace: 
 
	 19	
The difference is we train consultants straightaway in sectors so they have deep 
knowledge by two or three years.  By the time they are seniors they can be thought 
leaders. (Partner) 
 
Consultants emphasized the firm’s knowledge enabled them to deliver ‘practical and 
implementable solutions’.  They took pride in being more ‘human’ than many of their better-
known competitors: who were described as abstract strategists, good at analysis but not so 
strong in execution.  Thus: ‘We pick up where [well-known competitor ] drops off.’   
 
I think [clients are] grateful for it, having a practical consultancy, with solutions that 
could be…can well be implemented.  And they also often tell us that they’re happy to 
get consultants they can really discuss with, like on a human…human level, if you 
can say so.  They tend to find that, at [Augur Insights], we’re kind of approachable. 
(Senior Consultant) 
 
According to Augur Insights’ consultants, this meant that they customized solutions better 
than their competitors:   
 
We have a slogan that’s called, or we used to have it, “Strategies that work”, “Creative 
strategies that work” […] it’s not only about developing strategies that are the best 
strategies, but also strategies that are the best strategies for this client in this situation. 
(Senior Consultant) 
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Of course, this sort of claim is commonplace among consulting firms (see for instance 
Financial Times, 2013) but, nonetheless, for Augur Insights members it was a distinctive part 
of their history and identity. 
 
…..…..…..…..…..…..…..…..…..….. 
INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
…..…..…..…..…..…..…..…..…..….. 
Reputation conflict 
So far we have discussed how Augur Insights’ consultants defined their reputation out of 
their identity claims.  Augur Insights has used several vehicles to try and affirm its reputation, 
including promoting a values system across the organization emphasizing entrepreneurial 
thinking, delivering excellent work and working closely with the client.  However, clients, 
third parties and some consultants did not accept these claims uncritically.  Augur Insights’ 
consultants themselves recognized some of their reputation limitations.  Although there was 
no confusion about the firm’s European identity, it was often difficult to pinpoint for 
outsiders what this identity claim meant.  For example, one partner said:  
 
We’re trying to major on the idea of a European consulting firm but it’s not got much 
traction because it’s hard to say what it means in practice or why it might be useful to 
clients. 
 
This was echoed by external parties. For example, one non-client said: 
 
Yes, [Augur Insight] people, you know you’re dealing with a European firm 
somehow, if only because of the name and the languages.  That must make some sort 
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of difference.  It means that, in the context of Europe, you might just get a greater 
degree of sensitivity from the Europe-based player compared with a parachuted-in 
American, but that might be slightly unfair. (Non-client) 
 
The identity claims around entrepreneurialism were similarly described as vague by several 
partners as well as clients.  
We talk [about being entrepreneurial] but that can just mean we do anything rather than 
have a distinctive expertise which we sell to clients.   
 
In general, there was an inconsistency between the identity claims of the firm and its 
reputation.   
Augur Insights’ reputational claims as a strategy consultancy, albeit with a pragmatic spin 
also created problems.  This positioning had developed gradually out of a series of landmark 
projects in the 1990s in which they had been engaged to restructure large state-owned 
enterprises for privatization.  The media coverage these generated brought to prominence the 
core practice of the firm and had, in the view of clients and competitors as well as consultants 
in Augur Insights, established a new sort of reputation for the firm (Sueddeutsche Zeitung, 
2004; Dow Jones Newswire, 2009; German News Digest, 2009).  Generally, these 
stakeholders described the firm’s reputation being for organizational restructuring rather than 
‘pure strategy’ and pragmatic but noted that the firm’s emphasis on both pragmatism and 
strategy actually contributed to a perceived lack of distinctiveness: 
 
It's not a high level. I did not come out saying, wow, I learned something today. The 
kind of presentation and content was not impressive.  We used them for one workshop 
and seminar – they did not deliver anything exceptional. (Client) 
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Other clients also said pragmatism and strategy meant ‘everything and nothing’ and is ‘too 
easy to assert’ and ‘every firm would say things like that’.  As one partner put it: 
 
I never use that term [pragmatic] in pitching for work because it is meaningless.  It 
implies we’ll do anything rather than we have any sort of specialist positioning.  I 
always emphasize focus and expertise. 
 
And one client explained that she found the pragmatism claim contradictory:  
 
I know what they are trying to say.  When they work with you they’re practical, but 
actually I find their thought-leadership models and the stuff they write to be very 
abstract, like a quasi-academic treatise, much more so than other [consulting firms]. 
 
Remediation 
The evidence above highlights that the firm’s identity claims were not aligned with its 
reputation.  The company had a well maintained website and a substantial set of marketing 
materials which promoted its distinctive values and expertise claims but clients that we 
interviewed regarded them as no more than the typical propaganda all firms offered and of no 
influence on engagement decisions or their judgment of the firms.  When we asked Augur 
Insights consultants if and how they reconciled the gap between their claimed identity and the 
reputational perceptions of clients and others, they acknowledged the everyday reality of this 
gap.  We were intrigued that they also indicated this was not a major problem either for who 
or what the firm was or for themselves as consultants with Augur Insights and the way they 
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carried out their work.  We therefore explored how the ‘strain’ between internal identity 
claims (entrepreneurial, European and pragmatic) was bridged, if at all.  
The emphasis on engagements by clients and consultants prompted us to focus on them as the 
key platform where reputation claims came under the microscope and as the locus of actual 
identity work.  We found that there were three different remedial actions that the members of 
the firm adopted, each of which demanded variations around the claimed organizational 
identity: first, shifting the level of attention; second, trust building through claims to thought 
leadership; and third, emphasizing value.   
 
Shifting levels 
We observed that there was a shift in the focus of reputation to the partner level rather than 
the reputation of Augur Insights itself.  Partners would reassure clients of their own 
credentials (i.e. reputation for particular types of expertise and experience) during the pitch 
by providing testimonials, outlining their track record with other high status clients and by 
inviting previous clients (usually retired) to present with the pitch team.  As both clients and 
consultants emphasized, this made sense because in deciding whom to engage, the client was 
concerned with the quality and integrity of the partner and his or her team, rather than the 
reputation of the firm as a whole.  Partner credentials were presented via a combination of 
formal interviews and informal discussions in which the client aimed to assess the ability to 
deliver (competence and experience) combined with compatibility (an affinity with the hiring 
client).  For instance, one retail sector client and a partner whom we interviewed separately 
and together, outlined how the substance of the engagement discussion concerned the 
partner’s knowledge and experience with various online retailing innovations and the 
partner’s track record in executing an online strategy.  In these discussions the combination 
of deep understanding of online retail strategy innovations and experience with other major 
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European retailers in implementing these innovations were the critical selling point.  Clients 
would also seek assurances such as the composition and collective experience of the team 
and how frequently the partner or partners would be on-site.  As one client tersely put it: 
 
This is not rocket science and I’m not hiring the best scientist.  I’m hiring for 
competence.  Do I trust the partner and the team to deliver? 
 
Clients and partners described corporate reputation as the ‘entry ticket’ because hiring was a 
political process in which the ‘rubber stamp’ of a reputable company helped to legitimize 
their procurement choices:  
 
[Clients] will come up with a short-list of consultant companies they are willing to 
invite and to have a beauty contest, but to get on that short-list, you have to have the 
kind of reputation to get on the list (Client). 
 
Thus, the gap between identity claims and clients’ perceptions did not fatally flaw the 
selection process in bids for projects.  Indeed, the entrepreneurial identity of the firm and 
partners reinforced this view of corporate reputation as an umbrella assurance.   Several 
consultants actually described themselves as entrepreneurs nested within a wider organization 
but with minimal call on its resources – working in but not for the organization.  
 
Trust building from thought leadership claims 
Second, we found the partner acting as a ‘disinterested’ broker of useful knowledge about 
sector or market developments to clients with no explicit ‘sell’ involved: the partner therefore 
offered his/her expert information and insight to demonstrate competence or ‘thought 
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leadership’.  Partners did this, for instance, by organizing meetings with clients and non-
clients in their sector at which they discussed latest trends and sector-models of innovation or 
competition.  Or they sent communications to clients about recent or up-coming events and 
news with their own perspective on the general implications for the dynamics of the sector, 
such as sales, pricing or areas of innovation.  
 
What can work is when we present information to clients about the sector, show them 
our deep expertise, not as salesmen. (Partner) 
 
The firm tried to support such expertise claims through launching a journal, organizing 
conferences and developing social media links, all of which aimed to demonstrate their 
‘thought leadership’ and distinctively pragmatic mode of operating.  Here they were 
following the success of other major management consultancies: 
 
[Competitor A] has its journal and that shows their thought leadership.  We have 
something similar but not as well known, so I try to show my clients I’m thinking, 
too, about the way the markets are going and what it means for them. (Partner) 
 
Brokering knowledge as the sector expert also positioned the partner as having a professional 
identity (Pratt et al., 2006) in which the client’s interests were his or her own regardless of 
commercial arrangements.  They acted with ‘altruism’ as one client put it even if the longer-
term goal was to build commercial commitment.  It also reinforced the consultants’ sense of 
being more than ‘hired hands’, suggesting a stronger professional identity located on their 
sectoral and functional expertise and acted as a reputational bridge by indicating competence 
and broad expertise.  But offering information or advice could get in the way of the relentless 
	 26	
pursuit of sales in the short run.  Partners said that they felt deeply conflicted between the 
need to sell and achieve their targets and disinterested behavior that most said they enjoyed 
and signaled professionalism.  These actions were seen as a means by which the partners 
could build trust with clients and demonstrate a relatively distinctive position compared to 
their competitors. 
 
Emphasizing value 
The third action to deal with identity and reputational conflict was what we call emphasizing 
value and this relates back to the firm and its members’ claims to be pragmatic and 
entrepreneurial in their engagement work, as a form of differentiation from other consulting 
firms.  Pragmatism was widely asserted by many consultants we interviewed but was also 
seen by some to be meaningless.  Augur Insights sought to manifest the emphasis on value in 
two ways.  One was that the consulting teams were loaded more heavily with senior 
consultants including partners so that there was greater experience in the consulting project 
than might normally be offered by other competing firms.  For clients, loading on experience 
was meant to be insurance that they would obtain high quality, practical results: 
 
I think that clients basically get more, I think they get more focused [i.e. try to reduce] 
on the cost side of a project, while there’s an increasing level of expectation on the 
quality [i.e. seniority of the consulting team]. (Client) 
 
A second manifestation of over-delivery took the form of additional effort on client projects.  
As one Senior Manager put it: ‘Going the extra mile for clients and making it tailor-made for 
clients.’  And to do this, consultants had to ‘put themselves in the mindset of the client…see 
the world from the client’s point of view’, but also to build a culture in which consultants 
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‘thought of the client first, thought like the client.’  The intention was to provide extra value 
via the delivery of non-contracted services to compensate for relative reputational weakness: 
The way we work is that very often people over-deliver.  I’m not sure whether we have 
that reputation, but if somebody has worked with us a couple of times then they would 
recognise they can get more. (Partner) 
 
Over-delivery aimed to demonstrate that the firm was deeply committed to the client’s goals 
although this remedial action was to some extent problematic.  Some clients saw positive 
reputational implications and for consultants it demonstrated a deep commitment to the 
client’s goals which reinforced a sense of identification with them.  However, it also 
undermined some aspects of Augur Insights’ identity aspirations of being an elite (strategy) 
firm, implying the firm would do anything, and was therefore not distinctive.   
 
Discussion 
In this paper we explore how significant identity and reputational differences may be 
managed.  Our starting point is that the proposition that identity is expressed through 
reputation, that is, ‘reputation is an external manifestation of identity’ (Foreman et al., 2012: 
180) was problematic.  We found significant inconsistency between the organization’s broad 
identity and reputation prompting us to ask how it responded.  While other studies have 
found that external pressures from important stakeholders induce members to re-evaluate 
their organization’s identity (e.g. Dutton and Dukerich 1991; Ravasi and Schultz 2006), we 
found little evidence of such re-evaluation or change in identity.  Rather, it appeared that the 
organization’s identity claims were buffered as individuals remediated the disconnect 
between the identity narrative and the firm’s reputation.  Members pragmatically worked 
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with the broad identity claims, selectively referring to and using them as they saw fit or 
rejecting them at other times.   
Consistent with other studies of identity in consulting (e.g. Alvesson, 2001), they modified or 
supplemented them where work, or the pitching for work, actually occurred.  Whittle (2005) 
also finds that conflicted identities are an important means of consultants managing 
contradictory pressures when working with different groups, although in her study 
consultants did not recognize such conflicts because they spent little time reflecting on this.  
In this work arena, other identities – of the partner and consultants in work teams – came into 
the foreground to supplement and sustain rather than replace the projected identity almost 
like patching devices to resolve temporary breakdowns (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997).  Our 
findings have some similarity to the way Elsbach and Kramer (1996) found members 
selectively deployed particular self-affirmation and impression management to address 
identity threats, but here we emphasize the active role of individuals in deploying different 
identities and their more agentic sense-giving processes as they inter-acted with external 
parties.  Thus, the dissonance between reputation and identity did not result in changes in the 
organization’s identity, nor did it appear to place substantial strain on members’ perceptions 
of their own identities or those of their teams.  Rather, these actions provided what Kreiner et 
al. (2015) call forms of ‘identity elasticity’ providing continuity in terms of the core identity 
features.  
Our findings thus build on the concept of organizational intensity and the relationship 
between organizational and individual identities (Alvesson and Empson, 2008).  A 
straightforward interpretation could conclude a case of a weak organizational identity leaving 
little imprint on individual members.  Yet the organization’s identity was clearly defined by 
the founder’s imprint on the way the firm should work [entrepreneurial] and how it was 
distinctive [notably, its otherness from competitors – for instance, European-ness] and it was 
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widely known and accepted by the firm’s members.  This is likely to be common among 
start-up, family and eponymous firms with distinct histories around key people.  We found 
that this strong identity co-existed with a somewhat low organizational identity context.  In 
other words, the organizational identity did not intrude on everyday life in terms of being a 
common social category or source of meaning-making (‘who we are’).  Again, this is likely 
to be common among firms where members are very clear around their organizations’ values, 
but where these values have little impact upon the way they conduct their work.  We found 
that the signal was clear from the organization, but the volume was turned down by members.  
The low identity context derived from the firm’s loose coupling, the longstanding emphasis 
on individuals ‘hunting’ for their own work and the limited codified knowledge base, that is, 
what we know and how we enact it via particular methods or processes, was a source of 
identity formation in this consulting firm (see also Alvesson and Empson, 2008).  This meant 
individuals were only loosely connected to the common organizational narratives in their 
day-to-day work.  Individuals were encouraged and incentivized to act individually and saw 
themselves as the focus of how one defines oneself in work contexts (Kreiner et al., 2006).  
Hence, when identity claims differ significantly from reputation, this does not trigger changes 
or reflection upon organizational identity but is addressed instead by individual identity 
work.  
Three actions bridged the identity/reputation gap, each involving different forms of 
individual identity work, that is the cognitive, discursive and behavioral processes by which 
individuals can sustain or adapt an organization’s identity (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003; 
Watson, 2008).  The first action shifted the level of attention and focus of reputation from the 
organization to the consultants.  This finding contributes to theory building on reputational 
interactions across organizational levels which, thus far, has focused on the impact of 
powerful ‘celebrity’ executives on organizational reputation (Fombrun, 1996; Graffin et al., 
	 30	
2013; Hayward et al., 2004).  However, the interaction of organizational and individual 
identities remains less well examined (Kreiner et al., 2006; Brown, 2014).  Our findings 
suggest that different levels of reputation can be complementary: they perform different 
functions and are interpreted in different ways by stakeholders.  Thus, corporate reputation 
plays a quality assurance role (Coffee, 2006) while individual consultants embody more 
concretely the entrepreneurial identity claims of the firm in building client relationships.  
Second, and building on the change in levels, the shift from a commercial to a ‘disinterested 
expert’ relationship at the individual level involved identity work to broaden the client 
relationship.  Here the consultants enacted a different sort of professional identity but both 
they and the clients were also aware that there was an underlying commercial rationale, an 
ambiguity in the ‘disinterestedness’ such that professionalism was tinged with a ‘soft’ 
instrumentalism.  Shifts like this into a professional/commercial identity support other work 
that has found consultants may use expertise claims creatively (e.g. Alvesson and Robertson, 
2006) or flex their roles and identities: Pratt et al. (2006) refer to this as identity patching in 
their study of professional identity construction (see also Whittle, 2006).  Here, we show how 
such role flexing and identity customization can be deployed to build or adjust a reputation.  
We also emphasize how consultants have to deal with different identity demands driven by 
conflicting organizational requirements: thus, projecting an altruistic professional identity is 
valued and encouraged at the same time as incentive and monitoring systems undermine this. 
Third, emphasizing value (through team composition and extra effort) is not unique to this 
case and has been found elsewhere as a way to build benevolence among clients (e.g. Sturdy 
et al., 2013; Nikolova et al., 2014) but we build on that finding to show how it enabled 
buffering between identity claims and reputation via a process of building strong mutual 
identity with the client which was reinforced by the consultants actually being embedded 
within the client organization.  This approach is meant to signal the requisite reputational 
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qualities of competence and ‘can-do’ requiring substantial commitment and extra effort by 
the consulting teams (Pollock et al., 2015).  As Alvesson (2010) also found, the 
organization’s culture and strong career incentives reinforced this approach of strong 
identification with the client.  
The above three actions are mutually reinforcing and each has identity implications.  Shifting 
levels opens up the possibility of multi-level reputations operating in complementary ways; it 
also focuses on the consultant’s identity rather than the firm’s.  The emphasis on disinterested 
expertise follows and builds reputational depth as a ‘trusted advisor’ as well as reinforcing 
the consultant’s identity.  The emphasis on value means giving extra time-commitment to the 
client; by being embedded in the client organization consultants also come to identify more 
with the client, as Alvesson (2012) notes (although we acknowledge this had problematic 
implications for reputation too).  Collectively, these actions constitute the mechanism that 
buffers the gap between the organization’s identity and its reputation by re-focusing attention 
to the identity of the consultant.   
This finding also has implications for our understanding of how reputational shortcomings 
can be addressed.  Research in this area has mainly focused on reputation damage and repair: 
for instance, Rhee and Valdez (2009) suggest a firm’s reputation can be repaired if 
stakeholders perceive it has the capability and intent by sending positive signals to other 
stakeholders.  Our research stands in contrast to the repair model by finding that solutions to 
shortcomings in reputational claims are not a straightforward matter of impression 
management via re-signaling or re-branding but entail a shift in the level of focus and 
substantial identity work building trust via three remedial actions (see Figure 1).  
We also outline how trust can be enhanced when firms seek to remediate external skepticism.  
The process of trust building in consulting is a social process between parties that seek to 
reduce uncertainty and vulnerability (while recognizing that these can never be eliminated).  
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Trust building therefore has to go beyond demonstrating credentials or what Nikolova et al. 
(2014) call ‘good reasons’ to trust.  Their model has both cognitive and emotional dimensions 
focusing on alignment of expectations on work processes and outcomes as well as ‘likability’ 
or an affective connection.  Our work builds on this by showing how displaying a 
professional identity via ‘altruistic professionalism’ and demonstrating strong client identity 
in offering forms of extra value builds cognitive and affective dimensions of trust and enables 
clients to make ‘leaps of faith’ (Nikolova et al., 2014).   
Finally, we contribute to theories of the professional service firm by showing how 
organizational and individual identities and reputations interact to sustain each other.  
Existing accounts propose that large professional service firms trade on the reputational 
capital of individual partners (Gilson and Mnookin, 1985) and particular practice groups, 
often those that were the original or canonical to the firm (Greenwood et al., 2005).  
Reciprocally, individual partners’ reputations are also supported by the reputation of their 
firm so that there is an interactive effect on reputation-building.  Here, we show how 
professional service firms constitute their corporate reputation claims from beliefs about their 
distinctive organizational identity, based on narratives about their origins and development. 
But why do they persist with such reputational claims in the face of client skepticism?  One 
reason may be that they send positive signals to other relevant parties, such as employees or 
potential hires.  Another is that in the context of a sector where other claims to distinctiveness 
and advantage are simply difficult to demonstrate or sustain, a reputational claim to 
distinctiveness is strategically the only option (Starbuck, 1992).  Of importance here is the 
nature of the professional service firm as a coalition of expertise based practices headed by 
partners (Greenwood et al., 1990; Anand et al., 2007; von Nordenflycht, 2010).  It is this 
loosely coupled structure and the knowledge based nature of the service that both demands 
and enables the dual role of partners to reinforce the corporate reputational claims – even if 
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they do not fully believe in them – and to use individual identity work to supplement the 
corporate reputational shortcomings.  We conclude that part of the competence of becoming a 
partner is to learn how to flex effectively between organizational and individual levels in 
such identity work. 
 
Limitations and future directions 
There are several limitations to this research that can be addressed in future studies.  First, we 
acknowledge that in our research question there is an assumption organizations do respond to 
differences between their identity and reputation.  While we emphasized above that most, if 
not all, organizations will have some gap between internal and external perceptions, this 
prompts the important prior question of when, or under what conditions, do organizations 
respond (or not) which requires further investigation.  It is plausible to argue that one such 
condition is the degree and nature of such dissonance given identity concerns facets of the 
organization that are central and distinctive.  Small differences are likely to be perceived as 
insignificant or may not be observed, in which case adjustment is either unlikely or 
irrelevant.  This suggests that the saliency of the difference is the critical variable prompting 
identity responses but future empirical research should explore at what point and why 
organizations perceive the dissonance to be sufficiently large to take action.  
Second, theory suggests when scarce resources are threatened, perhaps because a valued 
client or third party threatens to terminate a relationship or the focal organization cannot 
generate funding or legitimacy, then the focal organization is more likely to act (Suchman, 
1995; Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003; Pollock and Rindova, 2003).  Future research should 
explore the possibility of resource-based (and attention-based) drivers of responses.  Third, 
research can explore if and how different organizational forms will affect the likelihood and 
nature of responses.  Thus, our findings suggest loosely couple organizations are likely to 
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respond to dissonances in different ways than tightly coupled ones, or have the capacity to 
adapt at different organizational levels (Weick, 1979).  Consulting and other professional 
service firms typically display features of loose coupling that facilitate local and/or partial 
responses such as we document here but our findings can be further refined by comparative 
analysis between firms with different degrees of tightness/looseness, for instance by 
exploring the proposition that tighter coupled organizations pursue more centrally 
administered or programmatic adjustments.  The low identity context is likely to be 
facilitated by loose coupling but they are not the same so future research should consider both 
the degree of loose-coupling and the identity context separately. 
Fourth, while certain types of organization, such as consulting firms typically make 
exaggerated claims around their elite identities (Alvesson et al., 2015), ironically, clients are 
unlikely to accept these uncritically because many are experienced buyers who have worked 
as professionals and/or co-produced knowledge in partnership with professionals.  This 
suggests that the nature of stakeholder groups and the degree of overlap between internal and 
external groups will also affect the likelihood of reacting to identity-reputation misalignment 
(Christensen and Askegaard, 2001; Christensen et al., 2008).   
Fifth, response likelihood and type will plausibly be conditioned by how dissonance is 
perceived.  For instance, dissonance may be perceived not so much as a threat to identity but 
as an opportunity for identity enhancement or change, as members make sense of their 
organization in new ways (Corley and Gioia 2004; Ravasi and Schultz 2006).  Finally, while 
we have shown how different forms of identity and reputation can be brought into play to 
deal with dissonance, it is possible that dissonance may also be resolved by changes that 
align identity claims more with reputation, as has been shown in studies of identity threat and 
response: understanding when and how organizations select different sorts of responses to 
dissonance is therefore an important path for future research.  These limitations suggest many 
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promising areas for future research that can focus on cognition and behaviors and which 
would contribute to richer theorization of the relationship between identity and reputation.  
 
Conclusions 
This paper starts by recognizing that the identity claims of firms may be markedly different 
from their reputation.  While such differences may not constitute crises, they are often 
sufficiently important that they require a response.  We make two important contributions to 
the identity and reputation literature.  First, we show how organizations can effectively buffer 
their identity when threatened by reputational judgments through a set of remedial actions 
which shift the focus away from the organizational level to individual-level identities with 
clients.  In contrast to studies that have shown how identity shifts in response to external 
threats or perceptions, we argue that shifting levels of attention, enacting a different type of 
identity and relying on external sources of identity buffer the identity claims of organizations, 
even as they continue to conflict with its reputation.  Second, we show that this buffering is 
facilitated by loosely coupled structures in which the identity context is lower, even when the 
organization’s identity is coherent and clear.  Such features, typical of knowledge based 
firms, allow them to respond to tensions between organizational identity and reputation 
through consultants using individual identity work in the execution of day-to-day client work.  
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Table 1: Illustrative quotations on identity claim, reputation conflict and remediation 
Themes Illustrative quotations 
Identity 
claims 
Entrepreneur-
ial identity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
European 
identity 
 
Strategy with 
a difference/ 
Pragmatism 
 
 
I think it’s very entrepreneurial.  It’s a small office, and so, you can sometimes get more 
responsibility.  If you prove yourself, even on your first project, the senior management won’t 
wait for next for you to get promoted to next level – you’ll start working at that level without 
your title, but you’ll get the same kind of responsibility of next level, if you prove yourself, so 
it’s very entrepreneurial (Junior Consultant). 
I believe that this is our entrepreneurial spirit.  So entrepreneurship is one of our values, and I 
think that we succeeded in communicating this externally.  We are very willing to take risks.  
We ask our employees to take responsibility right from the start, right from day one (Manager). 
[Our] strongest reputation now, if we are speaking from today, not 15 or 20 years ago, it’s the 
European management style (Partner) 
First off, in the consulting market, it’s a […] European based consulting company, compared to 
all our main competitors. This is really what differentiates [Augur Insights] (Manager) 
I think we are very pragmatic, so we don’t only develop nice charts and leave our clients alone 
with this, but we also support them in the implementation phase.  We are really people who roll 
up the sleeves, getting things done.  Probably a little bit more down-to-earth than the others. 
(Manager) 
Although we say we are pragmatic 80/20, we want to make sure we deliver a great product, so 
the way we work is probably more intensive than some other people. We stay very long until 
we think we have the best what we can do.  So we drive for this excellence internally.  There’s 
this culture (Partner). 
Reputation 
conflict 
Meaningless 
or 
inconsistent 
Ever since consulting firms came under fire in the early 1990s for selling blanket solutions 
without attention to company-specific details, the major players have been eager to push a 
different image (Wall Street Journal, 1999). 
I would now say that the reputation [is], from talking to client and non-clients, would be as 
what I call strategic operations rather than strategy. […] So a lot more of our reputation would 
be for implementation rather than for thinking great thoughts, which is generally what strategy 
means. (Partner) 
But what does this mean, to be European? I mean, yes, we are… our Headquarters are in 
[Europe], but this doesn’t mean anything. (Partner)  
Remediation 
Shifting levels 
 
 
 
 
Trust building 
from thought 
leadership 
claims 
 
 
 
Emphasizing 
value 
The firm is built on the individual partners. You buy the partner and the team then you might 
be buying the firm. (Client). 
If I buy consulting I choose on the basis of the team in front of me at the pitch not the brand of 
the firm. What matters is the team, the leader and their experience. (Client). 
I don’t buy the firm, I buy the people. I buy the lead partner and the relationship with him or 
her. If the people change I change my view of my relationship with the firm. (Client, Financial 
Services).  
We gained a reputation for thought leadership, which wasn’t there before, [was always me too 
guys].  Thanks to a lot of work, of Marketing especially in publications like [anonymised] 
content really influenced our image.  Press coverage has improved strongly. (Principal) 
Some new marketing tools like our [anonymised] magazine which is sent out to the CEOs of 
the most important companies here in Germany and also, on the international level, in some 
other languages – in English, Russian, Chinese, and so on. This is part of the improvement of 
our reputation, especially regarding our [thought] leadership. (Partner) 
So from you know, working there as an employee, I know they have a reputation for basically 
long hours and sort of an over-attention to detail (ex-consultant, now Client) 
If somebody has worked with us a couple of times, then they would recognise they can get 
more (Partner). 
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Figure 1: Remediating reputation conflict 
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